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Occupational Self-efficacy and Work Engagement as Moderators in the Stressor-
Detachment Model 
Abstract
Psychological detachment from work is crucial for employees to replenish resources 
and maintain well-being. In this study, we tested the stressor detachment model (Sonnentag & 
Fritz, 2015) by examining the mediation of psychological detachment between workload and 
emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, we investigated work engagement and occupational self-
efficacy as moderators in the stressor-detachment model Our study comprised a 3-wave 
lagged design with 257 participants with flexible working hours. The results show that 
psychological detachment mediated the workload-exhaustion relationship and that work 
engagement buffered the negative effect of workload on psychological detachment. We found 
no moderated mediation for occupational self-efficacy; however, occupational self-efficacy 
significantly predicted psychological detachment. Our findings suggest that research should 
conceive a broader stressor-detachment model that considers different paths (i.e., moderators, 
mediators, and predictors). Moreover, organisations should support engagement and resource 
replenishment to ensure detachment from work. 
Keywords: Psychological detachment; work engagement; occupational self-
efficacy; flexible working hours, stressor-detachment model
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Occupational Self-efficacy and Work Engagement as Moderators in the Stressor-
Detachment Model 
Psychological detachment is the ability to disengage “oneself psychologically from 
work when being away from the workplace” (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015, p. 3), so that depleted 
resources can be refilled (Meijman & Mulder, 1998). Job stressors such as high workload 
typically impede psychological detachment, which in turn, leads to higher strain as proposed 
in the stressor-detachment model (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). New technologies such as 
mobile devices along with relatively new communication and data management software such 
as What’s App, Skype, and Dropbox allow many employees to decide when and where they 
can work (Allvin, Aronsson, Hagström, Johansson, & Lundberg, 2011), and an increasing 
number of employees make use of this new flexibility in working hours. On the one hand, this 
increase in flexible working hours offers more autonomy, which is a major job resource that 
positively impacts well-being (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Van Rhenen, 2009). On the other hand, it 
makes work more demanding, as employees are forced to autonomously organise their 
working hours (Allvin et al., 2011), requiring additional effort (Frese & Zapf, 1994). 
Particularly under high workload, employees with flexible work hours tend to focus on 
“getting their work done” (Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005, p. 395) and to think about work during 
off-job time (Sonnentag, 2012). Staying mentally connected to work thereby impedes 
psychological detachment from work (Meurs & Perrewé, 2011; Volman, Bakker, & 
Xanthopoulou, 2013). In this study, we focus on the mediating role of psychological 
detachment within the stressor-strain relationship among employees with flexible work hours 
(i.e., those who can decide to a certain extent when they work).
We furthermore investigate how factors rooted in the individual person influence the 
relationship of workload and psychological detachment. Following previous research, we 
argue that employees with high self-efficacy detach better from work because they are 
confident that they can handle stressors (Rigotti, Schyns, & Mohr, 2008) and thus worry or 
ruminate less about work during off-job time (Jex & Bliese, 1999). Additionally, research 
shows that work engagement, an “affective-motivational state of work-related well-being” 
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(Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter, & Taris, 2008, p. 187), diminishes the negative effect of job 
stressors on psychological detachment (Britt, Castro, & Adler, 2005). Highly engaged 
employees are likely to appraise stressors as more challenging (Bakker et al., 2008) and to 
experience work positively (Macey & Schneider, 2008). Thus, they are less affected by job 
stressors and can more easily detach from work. In our study, we tested these assumptions by 
examining occupational self-efficacy and work engagement as moderators in the relationship 
between workload, psychological detachment and emotional exhaustion among employees 
with flexible working hours. 
Overall, our study broadens research in the following ways: First, we examine the 
mediating role of psychological detachment in the relationship between workload and 
emotional exhaustion in the context of flexible working hours. We believe that employees 
with flexible work hours are particularly more likely to remain preoccupied with work-related 
issues during off-job time, which, in turn, hampers detachment from work and effective 
recovery. Second, we extend the stressor-detachment model (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015) by 
investigating person factors that are likely to facilitate detachment from work and mitigate the 
harmful effects of job stressors on psychological detachment. More specifically, we focus on 
the moderating effect of occupational self-efficacy and work engagement on the relationship 
between workload and psychological detachment in a moderated mediation model. We 
address these research questions in a lagged design across three measurement points. 
Psychological detachment in the relationship between job stressors and emotional 
exhaustion
The stressor-detachment model by Sonnentag and Fritz (2015) focuses on psychological 
detachment as a mediator between job stressors and strain. Psychological detachment (Fritz, 
Yankelevich, Zarubin, & Barger, 2010) is defined as consciously disengaging oneself 
mentally from work and not thinking (positively or negatively) about work-related issues 
during leisure time (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). It is particularly important under flexible 
working arrangements, as employees who perceive that they have high flexibility at work are 
more likely to think about work-related issues during off-job time (Höge, 2011).
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First, the model proposes that job stressors have a negative impact on strain. Multiple 
studies have empirically supported this relationship (for a review, see Ford et al., 2014). In 
this study, we focus on workload as a task-related stressor or challenge demand (Tadić, 
Bakker, & Oerlemans, 2015) that is defined by the amount and complexity of work an 
employee must handle (Jex & Britt, 2014; Spector & Jex, 1998), not the number of hours that 
they work. We focus on emotional exhaustion as a strain variable and indicator of resource 
depletion (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Second, the model proposes that job stressors (e.g., 
workload) negatively impact psychological detachment. Workload increases individuals’ 
negative activation, rumination and worrying; consequently, they tend to stay preoccupied 
with job-related issues during leisure time, which prevents them from detaching from work 
(Brosschot, Pieper, & Thayer, 2005; Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005). Thus, it is a core stressor for 
employees with flexible work hours, as a combination of both increases the likelihood of 
thinking about work during off-job time. Studies support that job stressors such as workload 
predict poor psychological detachment  (e.g., Kinnunen & Feldt, 2013; Sonnentag, Kuttler, & 
Fritz, 2010). Third, the model proposes that a lack of psychological detachment increases 
strain (i.e., emotional exhaustion; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). In a meta-analysis, Wendsche 
and Lohmann-Haislah (2017) found on average a positive relationship between detachment 
from work and mental health, including less exhaustion, better sleep and high well-being. 
Employees are likely to experience emotional exhaustion when their resources are inadequate 
(Wright & Cropanzano, 1998). Psychological detachment replenishes these depleted 
resources, which reduces emotional exhaustion. Research has found that high levels of 
psychological detachment predict low levels of emotional exhaustion (de Jonge, Spoor, 
Sonnentag, Dormann, & van den Tooren, 2012).
Studies have mainly supported separate paths, showing that workload predicts 
emotional exhaustion as well as psychological detachment (e.g., Sonnentag & Kruel, 2006) 
and that psychological detachment lowers emotional exhaustion (Fritz et al., 2010). Fewer 
studies have included a formal mediation test and supported the mediation of psychological 
detachment (e.g., Kinnunen, Feldt, Siltaloppi, & Sonnentag, 2011; Safstrom & Hartig, 2013). 































































For Peer Review Only
OCCUPATIONAL SELF-EFFICACY & WORK ENGAGEMENT IN THE STRESSOR-DETACHMENT MODEL 5
Thus, in line with the stressor-detachment model, we hypothesise the following (as illustrated 
in Figure 1): 
Hypothesis 1: Psychological detachment (T2) mediates the relationship between 
workload (T1) and emotional exhaustion (T3).
The role of person factors in the stressor-detachment model
Sonnentag and Fritz (2015) argue that person factors buffer the negative effect of job 
stressors on psychological detachment. We focus on two person factors, occupational self-
efficacy and work engagement, and discuss the rationale for this choice below.
Occupational self-efficacy. In line with Sonnentag and Fritz (2015), we assert that self-
efficacy may act as a buffer in the stressor-strain relationship. In this study, we focus on 
occupational self-efficacy, which is a domain-specific conceptualisation of self-efficacy 
(Bandura, 1999; Rigotti et al., 2008) that refers to one’s belief in one’s ability to fulfil 
occupational tasks successfully (Rigotti et al., 2008). We define self-efficacy as a personal 
resource that helps individuals manage stressors (Lazarus, 1991). Employees with high 
occupational self-efficacy tend to actively handle job stressors (Leiter, 1991). They are also 
confident in their ability to handle job stressors, and thus experience work as less negative 
(Jex & Bliese, 1999). 
Furthermore, self-efficacy is positively associated with positive emotions and job 
satisfaction (e.g., Judge, Bono, & Locke, 2000; Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña, & Schwarzer, 
2005), which can boost recovery from negative experiences and negative arousal due to job 
stressors (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Jex and Bliese (1999) support the finding that 
individuals with high levels of efficacy react more positively to stressors such as work 
overload. They argue that individuals high in occupational self-efficacy might not view 
stressors as threatening, and they develop functional strategies to handle them. Thus, 
employees with high occupational self-efficacy may view daily work tasks as a challenge 
rather than a stressor (i.e., additional tasks or changing working time). Such an appraisal 
should activate positive affect and impede negative emotions, rumination or worrying, thereby 
decreasing the likelihood of engaging in work-related thinking and activities during off-job 
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time (Jex & Bliese, 1999; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). Therefore, employees with higher 
occupational self-efficacy should engage less in work-related thinking during off-job time. In 
line with this argumentation, we assume that a high level of occupational self-efficacy buffers 
the negative impact of workload on psychological detachment, and we hypothesise the 
following (see Figure 1a):
Hypothesis 2: Occupational self-efficacy (T2) moderates the indirect effect of workload 
(T1) on emotional exhaustion (T3) via psychological detachment (T2). More 
specifically, the indirect effect of workload (T1) on emotional exhaustion (T3) via 
psychological detachment (T2) is weakest when occupational self-efficacy (T2) is high.
Work engagement. Work engagement is a broad construct that can be defined as a 
positive and work-related state of mind. It comprises three factors (Schaufeli, Salanova, 
González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002): Vigour refers to the experience of high levels of energy to 
invest effort and to persist when facing difficulties at work. Dedication refers to being 
strongly involved in one’s work while experiencing enthusiasm, inspiration, and challenges. 
Absorption refers to being happily engrossed and fully concentrated on one’s work (Bakker et 
al., 2008). Although absorbed employees tend to have difficulty detaching from work 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002), detaching in this sense refers to “detaching oneself from work while 
working” (Kühnel, Sonnentag, & Westman, 2009, p. 578) and not during off-job time. 
Employees with high engagement also enjoy their leisure time and “do not feel guilty when 
not working” (Schaufeli, Taris, & van Rhenen, 2008, p. 176).
In this study, we examine work engagement as a person factor. We follow the reasoning 
of both Macey and Schneider (2008) and Sonnentag, Mojza, Binnewies, and Scholl (2008), 
who state that work engagement has a trait aspect, which is a durable individual characteristic. 
In other words, employees with a generally high level of work engagement experience more 
positive affect (Sonnentag et al., 2008) and see work as part of their self-concept, which 
implies a feeling of personal identification with the work role (Britt et al., 2005; Macey & 
Schneider, 2008). Therefore, Sonnentag et al. (2008) examined trait work engagement as a 
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“person’s general level of work engagement as a relatively durable individual attribute” (p. 
258). 
Previous research leads to the assumption that work engagement may buffer the 
negative effects of workload on psychological detachment. Studies have found that employees 
with generally high levels of work engagement report higher levels of positive affect and 
lower levels of negative affect (Sonnentag et al., 2008) as well as more meaning in their work 
(Britt, Adler, & Bartone, 2001; Kahn, 1990). Thinking positively about work and 
experiencing meaning in their work speeds up employees’ recovery from negative arousal 
(Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004) and helps them be more optimistic and hopeful (Clauss et al., 
2018). Therefore, a high level of work engagement appears to buffer negative feelings or 
thoughts about work (which arise because of workload) and ease the switching off from job-
related worrying and rumination, which impede psychological detachment. Furthermore, 
employees with high levels of work engagement appear to handle workload more effectively: 
Engaged employees are driven by high intrinsic work motivation (van Beek, Taris, & 
Schaufeli, 2011). Thus, they view stressors as a challenge (Bakker et al., 2008) and are less 
bothered by investing more resources into their job if necessary (Britt et al., 2005). They may 
also require fewer resources and less energy while handling their workload, since engaged 
employees positively value their work (van Beek et al., 2011). Additionally, employees who 
perceive their work tasks as enjoyable need fewer self-regulatory resources during work 
(Sonnentag, Mojza, Demerouti, & Bakker, 2012). They may even create personal or social 
resources (Bakker, 2009), which enables them to actively handle their workload and thus 
better detach after work. We therefore propose the following (see Figure 1b):
Hypothesis 3: Work engagement (T2) moderates the indirect effect of workload (T1) on 
emotional exhaustion (T3) via psychological detachment (T2). More specifically, the indirect 
effect of workload (T1) on emotional exhaustion (T3) via psychological detachment (T2) is 
weakest when work engagement (T2) is high. 
[Insert figure 1 about here]
Method
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Sample and procedure
We presented the study as a scientific investigation of the relationship between recovery 
and well-being among employees with flexible working hours. Employees were asked to 
participate if they determined their working time themselves. We recruited participants 
through a newspaper announcement, Internet platforms (e.g., Facebook), flyers or face-to-face 
conversations across different German organisations. Participation was voluntary and the 
study (e.g., the study plan) was approved by an ethics commission. We informed participants 
about the study content and requirements through a study website and emails. We asked 
participants to answer three online questionnaires with a time lag of four weeks. At the end of 
the study, participants received an aggregated report about the research project’s results.
In sum, 652 employees agreed to participate and completed the first questionnaire (T1), 
449 (69%) completed the second questionnaire (T2), and 337 (52%) completed the third 
questionnaire (T3). In dropout analyses, we compared participants who answered all three 
questionnaires with those who answered only one or two (combined into one group). We 
found significant differences regarding working hours: Participants who answered all three 
questionnaires had significantly lower means as they worked, on average, two hours fewer per 
week, F(1, 651) = 16.21, p < .001). Regarding the study variables, we found that participants 
who answered three questionnaires had a significantly lower workload, F(1, 671) = 4.54, p = 
.034, and higher detachment, F(1, 668) = 13.40, p < .001, at the baseline measurements (T1). 
To be included in the final sample, employees had to complete all three questionnaires, 
work full time (at least 35 h/week), and not change jobs throughout the duration of the study. 
To ensure that we obtained data from employees with flexible work hours, participants had to 
state that they determined their working time as being at least “partly” flexible (in their 
subjective experience). Eleven participants were excluded as they stated that they could not 
determine their working time by themselves. Thus, the final sample consisted of 259 
employees. Within the final sample, 51.7% of participants were female, the average age was 
40.43 (SD = 10.34) years, 74% lived with a partner, and 25% had children. Participants 
worked an average of 44.21 hours per week (SD = 6.47), and their jobs were in a broad range 
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of industry sectors, including administration (e.g., accountant), consulting (e.g., field service 
representative), education (e.g., teacher), IT (e.g., IT administrator), science (e.g., researcher), 
marketing (e.g., marketing manager), and healthcare (e.g., doctor). The majority of the 
participants had very flexible working hours (54%) or at least moderately flexible working 
hours (38%), and some had extremely flexible working hours (8%). As we recruited in 
German language, all participants were German speaking.
We sent the questionnaires in three waves at an interval of four weeks. Our decision 
regarding this time was guided by past research considering optimal time lags for examining 
stress (Dormann & van de Ven, 2014; Sonnentag, 2012; Zapf, Dormann, & Frese, 1996). We 
decided on this time lag for theoretical and practical reasons: A small number of studies using 
a longitudinal design and examining the influence of psychological detachment on strain used 
a time lag of two to five weeks between measurement points (see Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). 
These studies indicate that a time interval of several weeks is an appropriate study design for 
measuring effects of psychological detachment on strain. From a practical perspective (Zapf 
et al., 1996), we aimed to omit holiday fade-out and conducted our study between two bigger 
holiday times that allowed us an exact time lag of four weeks. 
Measures
We assessed all items in German, and instructed participants to think about the past four 
weeks when answering the surveys. All measures showed high to excellent reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha is shown in Table 1).
Flexible working time. We assessed the extent of flexible working time with the 
question “Can you determine your working time yourself?” Participants responded on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely).
Workload. We measured workload at T1 with a five-item scale of the Job Content 
Questionnaire (JCQ; Karasek et al., 1998). A sample item was “My job has required working 
very hard”. We used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).
Psychological detachment. We assessed psychological detachment at T2 with four 
items from the Recovery Experience Questionnaire (REQ; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). A 
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sample item was “During leisure time, I didn’t think about work at all”. We used a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 
Occupational self-efficacy. We measured occupational self-efficacy at T2 with eight 
items of the short version of the occupational self-efficacy scale in German (Rigotti et al., 
2008). A sample item was “I met the goals that I set for myself in my job”. We used a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 
Work engagement. We assessed work engagement at T2 with the nine-item version of 
the Utrecht work engagement scale (UWES-9; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006). A 
sample item was “I have been enthusiastic about my job”. We used a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
never; 7 = always).
Emotional exhaustion. We assessed emotional exhaustion at T3 with five items from 
the Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS; Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & 
Jackson, 1996). A sample item was “I have felt burned out from my work”. Participants 
responded on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = never; 7 = always).
Control variables. We considered working hours as a relevant control variable. 
Previous empirical research suggests a relationship between working hours, workload and 
psychological detachment: employees who manage high workloads tend to work longer hours 
(Major, Klein, & Ehrhart, 2002). Working long hours means spending sustained engagement 
in work tasks during the day, which makes it harder to detach from work (Clinton, Sturges, & 
Conway, 2017). In addition, working longer hours might simply leave too little time for 
detachment during off-job time. Thus, the extent of working hours may affect the extent of 
psychological detachment from work. This assumption is empirically supported by several 
studies showing that long work hours are negatively related to detachment after work (e.g., 
Clinton et al., 2017; Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005). Table 1 shows that working hours are 
significantly correlated with workload and psychological detachment. Thus, to eliminate 
alternative explanations and to demonstrate the unique pattern of the mediation and 
moderated mediation we controlled for working hours, given the significant correlations 
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(Table 1) and presented theory. We used a one-item measure for working hours assessed at 
T1. 
We performed confirmatory factor analyses with all study variables. A five-factor 
model showed the best fit, with workload, psychological detachment, occupational self-
efficacy, work engagement, and emotional exhaustion being treated as single factors: χ2 (424, 
N = 254) = 987.57, p < .001; CFI = .90; RMSEA = .07; SRMR = .06. We compared this 
model against several one-, three- and four-factor models.
Results
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, reliability and intercorrelations of all 
study variables (see Error! Reference source not found.). We found that workload (T1) was 
significantly correlated with emotional exhaustion (T3). Additionally, the results revealed 
significant correlations between workload (T1) and psychological detachment (T2) and 
between psychological detachment (T1) and emotional exhaustion (T3). 
[Insert table 1 about here]
Testing the mediating role of psychological detachment
Hypothesis 1 predicted that psychological detachment during off-job time would 
mediate the relationship between workload and emotional exhaustion. We controlled for 
working hours. To analyse the mediation, we tested for an indirect effect of psychological 
detachment on workload and emotional exhaustion with SPSS PROCESS (Model 4; Hayes, 
2013) based on 95% confidence intervals with 10,000 bias-corrected resamples (BC CI95). 
Indirect effects can be considered statistically significant if the BC CI95 does not contain zero 
(Hayes, 2013). We found a significant indirect effect (B = 0.160, BC CI95 [.075, .288]) and 
direct effect (B = 0.368, BC CI95 [.161, .574]). Thus, the data reflected a partial mediation, 
since workload remained a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion after we adjusted for 
psychological detachment, as shown in Table 2. The results support Hypothesis 1.
Testing the moderated mediation of occupational self-efficacy and work engagement in 
the stressor-detachment model.
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To test the effect of each moderator on the mediation, we conducted path analytic 
procedures (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). First, we tested the significance of the 
moderated mediation (i.e., conditional indirect effect) with a 10,000-sample bias-corrected 
bootstrapping analysis using SPSS PROCESS (Model 7; Hayes, 2013). Second, in cases of a 
significant moderation, we conducted simple slope tests to analyse the moderation pattern. 
We operationalised high and low levels of the moderator as one standard deviation above and 
below the variable’s mean score. Finally, we examined how the mediation changed (i.e., the 
conditional indirect effects) under the condition of high and low moderator levels (one SD 
above and below the mean score; see Preacher et al., 2007). We mean centred all main effects 
of predictors and interaction terms to minimise multicollinearity (Aiken & West, 1991).
The effect of occupational self-efficacy. Hypothesis 2 predicted that occupational self-
efficacy would moderate the impact of workload on psychological detachment within the 
mediation model. We included work engagement and working hours as covariates. Testing 
the moderated mediation, we found that the interaction of occupational self-efficacy and 
workload was not significant (β = .152, p = .188), as shown in Table 3. However, 
occupational self-efficacy positively predicted psychological detachment (β = .264, t = 2.543, 
p = .012). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.
The effect of work engagement. Hypothesis 3 predicted that work engagement would 
moderate the effect of workload on psychological detachment within the mediation model. 
We included occupational self-efficacy and working hours as covariates. The results revealed 
that workload positively predicted emotional exhaustion (β = .278, t = 2.738, p = .007) and 
negatively predicted psychological detachment (β = -.305, t = -4.117, p < .001). Furthermore, 
psychological detachment negatively predicted emotional exhaustion (β = -.332, t = -3.970, p 
<.001). Testing the moderated mediation, we found that the interaction of work engagement 
and workload was significant (β = .124, p = .037), revealing that work engagement moderated 
the mediation (see Table 4). Simple slope tests showed that when work engagement was high 
(one SD above the mean; M = 1.065), workload had no significant effect on psychological 
detachment ( = -0.181; SE = 0.097; t = -1.862; p = .064) compared to when work 
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engagement was low (one SD below the mean; M = -1.065;  = -0.444; SE = 0.096; t = -4.637; 
p < .001; see Figure 2). To test the pattern of the moderated mediation, we examined the 
conditional indirect effects of high and low levels of work engagement. The results revealed 
that the indirect effect of workload on emotional exhaustion via psychological detachment 
was strongest with low work engagement (M = -1.070; B = 0.145, BC CI95 [.059, .278]) and 
was not significant with high work engagement (M = 1.070; B = 0.057; BC CI95 [-.010, .159]). 
Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.
[Insert table 2 and figure 2 about here]
Supplementary analyses
Although we based our hypotheses and analyses on the stressor-detachment model, we 
also tested for reverse causation, which could point to reciprocal effects as found in former 
studies (e.g., Kinnunen, Feldt, & de Bloom; Sianoja, Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, & Tolvanen, 
2018). Thus, we tested our model with emotional exhaustion (T1) as the predictor and 
workload (T3) as the outcome, mediated by psychological detachment (T2) and moderated by 
work engagement (T2) and occupational self-efficacy (T2). We found a significant indirect 
effect for psychological detachment mediating the relationship between emotional exhaustion 
and workload, B = 0.039, BC CI95 [.011, .076]). We also tested a moderated mediation for 
work engagement moderating the impact of psychological detachment on workload (within 
the mediation model). The analyses revealed that the interaction of psychological detachment 
and work engagement was significant, β = .080 p = .019; however, the interaction of 
psychological detachment with occupational self-efficacy was non-significant. Thus, our 
additional analyses illustrate that there might also be reciprocal and/or reverse effects between 
the study variables. High emotional exhaustion might cause less psychological detachment 
and increase one’s perception of one’s workload. Work engagement appeared to buffer this 
negative process. As assumed in Hypothesis 2, work engagement might replenish resources 
during work and thus could replenish the lack of resources that are necessary to handle 
workload successfully. 
Discussion
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The purpose of this study was to examine whether psychological detachment mediates 
the effect of workload on emotional exhaustion and to explore how occupational self-efficacy 
and work engagement moderate this relationship. Our findings confirm the mediating role of 
psychological detachment in the negative effect of workload on emotional exhaustion for 
employees. Additionally, we found support for the buffering effect of work engagement: 
workload has no effect on psychological detachment when work engagement is high. 
Furthermore, the results revealed that when employees are highly engaged, they detach better 
and therefore experience less emotional exhaustion. Thus, with this study, we not only 
confirm the stressor-detachment model but also extend it by shedding some light on the 
important role of personal factors in the stressor-detachment process.
The mediating role of psychological detachment
Our results on the mediating role of psychological detachment in the interplay of 
workload and emotional exhaustion confirm the stressor-detachment model with a 
longitudinal sample of employees with flexible working hours. In line with Sonnentag et al. 
(2010) we therefore conclude that psychological detachment plays a key role in determining 
the impact of workload on emotional exhaustion: If employees are able to switch off-job 
related negative thoughts, recovery occurs, thereby reducing emotional exhaustion. We 
argued that psychological detachment is related to employees’ negative thoughts about their 
work, leading to impaired well-being among employees (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). Thinking 
about work during off-job time is not necessarily problematic, however; employees may also 
reflect positively about work during leisure time, which leads to positive well-being outcomes 
(Fritz & Sonnentag, 2005; Meier, Cho, & Dumani, 2016). Future studies should differentiate 
between negative and positive thinking in the interplay of job stressors and psychological 
detachment for a more fine-grained exploration of the underlying mechanisms.
The moderating effect of occupational self-efficacy and work engagement
Contrary to our predictions, occupational self-efficacy did not buffer the relationship 
between workload and psychological detachment. Schulz, Schöllgen, and Fay (2018) found 
that general self-efficacy may not be an adequate match to counteract the negative effects of 
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workload and suggested that occupational self-efficacy may be a better match, as it is a 
domain match with job stressors. Our findings would suggest that this is not the case. Taken 
together, our findings and those of Schulz et al. (2018) would indicate that self-efficacy 
(general or domain specific) does not moderate the effects of job stressors on detachment in 
the context of the stressor-detachment model (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015).
We did find that occupational self-efficacy positively predicted psychological 
detachment directly, however (see Table 4). It is plausible that employees high in 
occupational self-efficacy worry less about their work and work-related issues during off-job 
time, as they believe in their capacities to handle problems successfully (Rigotti et al., 2008). 
Hence, because they do not worry about tomorrow, they can detach better. Notably, the 
correlational analyses showed that workload at T1 was negatively associated with 
occupational self-efficacy at T2 (see Table 1). Occupational self-efficacy is a belief learned 
through experiences such as mastery and vicarious learning (Bandura, 1977). An individual’s 
self-efficacy also can be harmed or reduced, however, if they are unable to develop mastery or 
are unable to meet the demands of their work. If workload is high, it is likely that employees 
cannot complete all tasks satisfactorily on a regular basis, and so their belief in their ability to 
achieve all work-related goals (i.e., their self-efficacy) could be reduced. Thus, future research 
should investigate direct or additional mediated effects of workload, self-efficacy and 
psychological detachment rather than moderated effects. 
Regarding the moderating role of work engagement, our analyses supported our 
hypotheses and revealed that work engagement buffered the negative effect of workload on 
psychological detachment. Thus, our findings support the assumption that highly engaged 
employees are better able to handle their workload due to a higher level of energy, resources 
and motivation at work (van Beek et al., 2011). While at work, such employees may think and 
feel positively about their work and value it as meaningful (Britt et al., 2001; Macey & 
Schneider, 2008). They might view workload as a challenge and thus need fewer regulatory 
resources to cope with this stressor (Sonnentag et al., 2012). Thinking and feeling positively 
about one’s work replenishes energy (Clauss et al., 2018) and in turn might trigger a gain 
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spiral of new resources (Hobfoll, 1989). As a result, employees who are engaged at work are 
less emotionally exhausted after work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) and thus may also engage 
in detachment strategies (e.g., exercising or spending time with friends). A spill-over from 
positive work experiences to positive experiences at home (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006) may 
also facilitate the enjoyment of off-job time (Schaufeli et al., 2008) and reduce negative and 
brooding thoughts about work. Finally, as engaged employees are highly motivated, they may 
also be more efficient and productive during work – which is especially helpful under high 
workload conditions. Thus, if they handle their high workload successfully, it should also be 
easier for them to detach from work during their leisure time and reduce the emotional 
exhaustion triggered by workload. 
In this study, we focused on work engagement as a person factor that is relatively stable 
over time. Thus, we can claim that if workers are generally engaged at work, they are also 
able to detach better despite their perceived high workload. However, future studies might 
focus on the more fluctuating aspect of work engagement and examine daily work 
engagement with its impact on daily detachment under the condition of high workload.
Reverse effects
The stressor-detachment model posits that workload increases emotional exhaustion and 
that this effect is mediated by psychological detachment. It is also possible, however, that 
when we are more exhausted, we perceive our workload to be higher. Thus, we also tested for 
reverse causation and found some support for this. Psychological detachment significantly 
mediated the effect of emotional exhaustion on workload, indicating that we detach less when 
exhausted and thus experience higher workload. This effect was buffered by work 
engagement but not occupational self-efficacy, indicating that those who are high in work 
engagement may indeed experience tiredness in a different way (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 
2011). Moreover, it suggests that work engagement enhances the effect that the more we 
detach the less we perceive our workload to be high. Our analyses are a first test of reverse 
effects within the (broadened) stressor-detachment model and thus, future studies should 
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examine them in more detail; however, our results point to a potential need to expand the 
stressor-detachment model to include reciprocal effects.
Limitations and directions for future research
We must note several limitations that suggest directions for future research. The first 
limitation is the use of self-report data, which might have led to inflation between the 
variables (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). However, Kühnel et al. (2009) 
argue that work engagement and psychological detachment might be operationalised most 
validly by self-reports, as the meaning of work and work-related feelings are best evaluated 
by the people who experience these feelings. In terms of psychological detachment, self-
reports can best assess how employees think about job-related issues. 
Additionally, the generalisation of the results might be limited as we focused on a 
specific context where employees have flexible working hours (i.e., employees who can 
decide to a certain extent when they work), measured with one item representing the 
subjective experience of flexible working hours. Unfortunately, we did not specify the type of 
flexible working hours our participants enjoyed, whether they used flexitime, worked on 
weekends, made use of a home office or trust-based working hours, and so forth. It would be 
interesting for future studies to examine how different types of flexible work arrangements 
affect the need for psychological detachment.
Our dropout analyses revealed that participants who completed only one or two 
questionnaires worked significantly more hours per week, had higher workload and lower 
psychological detachment than those who answered all three questionnaires. This dropout 
may have influenced our results, as we assessed less variance in workload and detachment 
because those with particularly high values dropped out. Based on this, we would assume that 
the relationships we found are likely to be under-estimated or that the effects may be 
curvilinear. For example, work engagement may not serve as a buffer for the negative effects 
of perceived work at extreme values of high perceived workload. When perceived workload is 
very high, and employees with flexibility have very high work engagement, they run the risk 
of overworking themselves. This is a common problem of organisational research that those 
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in most need often opt not to take part – either in research or in interventions. Unless such 
employees present to an Employee Assistance Programme or something similar, it can be 
quite challenging to help them. 
Finally, the study by Britt et al. (2005) indicates that employees’ performance 
influences whether work engagement buffers or exacerbates the consequences of stressors for 
detachment. If engagement in a certain task interferes with the successful completion of 
another task, work engagement impedes performance and potentially intensifies the negative 
consequences of the stressor. Thus, high engagement protects employees from the harmful 
effect of stressors only if it facilitates strong performance. Based on our findings, one can 
assume that a positive interplay of work and performance may function as an underlying 
mechanism for the buffering effect of work engagement. Thus, future studies might also 
extend this research by examining the mechanisms of reciprocal effects between work 
engagement and performance and their effect on psychological detachment.
Practical implications 
From a practical perspective, our findings demonstrate that work engagement can 
mitigate the effects of perceived workload on an employee’s ability to psychologically detach 
from work in flexible work contexts. While there is a body of evidence highlighting the 
benefits of control over one’s work schedule (e.g., Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & 
Xanthopoulou, 2007), our study points to one potential limitation of such flexibility. 
Practically speaking, the question then is how to maintain the positive aspects of flexibility 
without falling prey to the downsides. Our findings suggest that work engagement goes some 
way towards maintaining this balance. There is emerging research demonstrating that short 
micro-breaks during the working day can enhance work engagement, particularly the vigour 
component of work engagement (Steidle, Gonzalez-Morales, Hoppe, Michel, & O'Shea, 
2017), and can promote psychological detachment (Hunter & Wu, 2016). Such micro-break 
activities may be of benefit in circumstances such as those in our study. People with flexible 
working hours might not always be bound in organisational contexts, however; for example, 
they may freelance or work externally. In these situations, individuals need to develop skills 
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in self-regulation and self-management (e.g., O’Shea, Buckley & Halbesleben, 2017) to 
ensure that they take effective work breaks to replenish depleted resources and energy. A 
further possibility is for workers to engage in short daily exercises of positive reflection and 
mindfulness, which can decrease exhaustion, restore resources, and improve sleep quality 
(Clauss et al., 2018; Hülsheger, Alberts, Feinholdt, & Lang, 2013).
Conclusion
Overall, our study shows that psychological detachment mediates the relationship 
between workload and emotional exhaustion among employees with flexible working times. 
Furthermore, we broaden knowledge about the stressor-detachment model and the role of 
person factors in the detachment process. We found different results for our moderators: 
Work engagement buffered the negative effects of high workload on psychological 
detachment, which in turn reduced emotional exhaustion. However, occupational self-efficacy 
did not present a moderating effect. Future research should conceive a broader stressor-
detachment model that considers different paths of different impact factors – that is, different 
moderators, additional mediators and predictors. For organisations and practitioners, it is 
necessary to foster work engagement in order to ensure high psychological detachment and 
less emotional exhaustion in times of high workload.
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alphas and correlations between study variables.
 Variable M SD α 1 2 3 4 5
1 Working Hours (T1) 44.209 6.475 - -
















3.132 1.184 .93 -.103 -.317** -.376** -.396** -.410**
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Table 1
Model coefficients for (1) simple mediation analysis (2) for moderated mediation with 
occupational self-efficacy as moderator and (3) for moderated mediation with work engagement 
as moderator with psychological detachment as mediator and emotional exhaustion as 
dependent variable.
Psychological Detachment Emotional Exhaustion
Variable Coeff. SE t Coeff. SE t
Workload (T1) -0.376 0.074 -5.089*** -0.368 0.105 -3.505***
Psychological Detachment (T2) - - - -0.426 0.085 -4.993***
Working Hours (T1) -0.031 0.008 -3.651*** -0.012 0.012 -1.017
Constant -5.784 0.375 15.443*** 3.899 0.707 -5.516***
R2 = .182 R2 = .184
F(2, 250) = 27.774, p < .001 F(3, 249) = 18.708, p < .001
Workload (WL) (T1) -0.325 0.076 -4.294*** -0.299 0.098 --3.044**
Psychological Detachment (T2) - - - -0.347 0.080 --4.317***
Occupational Self-Efficacy 
(OSE) (T2) -0.264 0.104 -2.543
* - - -
WL (T1) x OSE (T2) -0.152 0.115 -1.320 - - -
Work Engagement (T2) -0.049 0.054 -0.906 -0.386 0.061 -6.340
Working Hours (T1) -0.034 0.008 -4.047*** -0.005 0.011 -0.043
Constant -4.526 0.412 10.779*** 6.026 0.613 -9.824***
R2 = .230 R2 = .298
F(5, 247) = 14.781, p < .001 F(4, 248) = 26.290, p < .001
R2 – chng = .005
F(1, 247) = 1.741, p < .188
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Workload (WL) (T1) -0.305 0.074 -4.117*** -0.278 0.102 --2.738**
Psychological Detachment (T2) - - - -0.332 0.084 -3.970***
Work Engagement (WE) (T2) -0.041 0.054 -0.766 - - -
WL (T1) x WE (T2) -0.124 0.059 -2.097* - - -
Occupational Self-Efficacy 
(T2) -0.291 0.103 -2.829
** -0.610 0.121 -5.047***
Working Hours (T1) -0.034 0.008 -4.158*** -0.004 0.011 -0.360
Constant -3.686 0.528 -6.984*** 6.694 0.691 -9.681***
R2 = .238 R2 = .260
F(5, 247) = 15.466, p < .001 F(4, 248) = 21.778, p < .001
R2 – chng = .014
F(1, 247) = 4.397, p < .037*
Note. N = 253. Bootstrapping with 10,000 bias-corrected resamples.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 1. Moderated mediation model predicting emotional exhaustion with (a) occupational 
self-efficacy and (b) work engagement as moderator.
Figure 2. Prediction of psychological detachment moderated by the level of work 
engagement. Work engagement and workload are mean centred.































































For Peer Review Only
 
Figure 1. Moderated mediation model predicting emotional exhaustion with (a) occupational self-efficacy and 
(b) work engagement as moderator. 
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Figure 2. Prediction of psychological detachment moderated by the level of work engagement. Work 
engagement and workload are mean centred. 
199x149mm (600 x 600 DPI) 
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